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Mobile technology platforms for flexible access to information resources: 
considerations in the use of ebook readers, smart phones, netbooks and iPads. 
 
Smart phones are everywhere, people are taking ebook readers on holiday, the iPad has 
queues of people wanting to buy one, and some netbooks can fit in a pocket. The 
technology is attractive and increasingly affordable – how can it help an individual in their 
access to and use of texts, journals, databases, clinical sources, the web, and day to day 
information? 
 
The Library has been investigating and trialing mobile devices during 2010, and has got 
interesting feedback from staff and students on the effectiveness of the technology in the 
University and personal environments. Each device has its strengths and weaknesses 
depending on the needs of the individual or activity it is supporting – productivity; 
research; study; clinical; or recreational. The presentation will explore these issues along 
with some of the practical implications at Deakin, and international experiences in 
academic environments.  
 
There will be the opportunity to try out a range of mobile devices. 
 
Marmarelli, T., Ringle, M. (n.d.), The Reed College Kindle Study, Retrieved August 20  
2010 from http://web.reed.edu/cis/about/kindle_pilot/Reed_Kindle_report.pdf 
 
 
The world of mobile technologies is a large and growing one right now. There is a 
technology for almost every activity you can think of – from cameras of various types, 
through music, books, GPS navigation, to day to day business activities, and a great 
number of manufacturers claiming that the devices they produce are ‗the best‘. The price 
of these technologies is falling and this offers the information consumer more choices and 
access to the latest device, but also greater difficulty in choosing the right device for their 
needs. Today we will concentrate on the mobile devices that provide portable access to 
and use of information resources. Many of these information resources are available from 
the library, but of course there is an every growing choice of both free and commercially 
available material on the web and from online stores and publishers. 
 
As a general guideline the mobile devices under consideration are the size of an A4 sheet 
of paper or smaller, and are able to display and work with text based information. Many of 
course are multimedia, while others are more restricted in their capabilities. Even within 
these restrictions there is huge choice and variety. 
 
It is helpful to note the main types of mobile devices, and also several of the categories of 
information resources.  
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Mobile devices include: 
 laptop and netbook computers 
 e-book readers 
 tablet devices 
 smart phones 
 crossover technologies 
 
Within each of these broad mobile device categories, there are several well known or 
market leading products, and a growing number of would be competitors. Examples of 
these are: 
 netbooks: Asus eeepc, Apple AirBook 
 e-book readers: Amazon Kindle, Borders Kobo 
 tablets: Apple iPad, (from the top 20) 
 smart phones: Apple iPhone, HTC HD2, Blackberry, (Android) 
 crossover: Apple iPod Touch, Palm PDA 
and indeed some devices can fall into several categories. 
 
Categories of information resources include: 
 books and texts 
 journal articles 
 databases 
 images 
 audio and video 
 productivity applications 
 
In the last 12 months dedicated e-book readers have been more widely available on the 
market and quite heavily marketed by companies such as Amazon and Borders. In July 
the New York Times reported that Amazon had sales of e-books outstripping print books 
for the preceding quarter (Miller), largely on the back of its Kindle e-book reader. This take 
up of e-book readers does not appear to be replicated in the academic environment with 
only 3.1% of students in the ECAR Study of Undergraduate Students and Information 
Technology, 2010 owning one. 
 
The ECAR Study also found that students ownership of a laptop or netbook computer was 
high at 89.3%, and almost two thirds of them (62.7%) own an internet capable handheld 
device (p. 42, Smith et. al.) 
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An evaluation of the use of these devices and how they can facilitate use of information in 
a university environment can perhaps best be undertaken through asking a series of 
questions. The answers to those questions can give some useful direction towards the 
mobile device that might best suit an individual‘s needs. 
 
The first question to put is: 
 
What is the required outcome of using a mobile device, or what do you want or need to 
do? 
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This is a deceptively simple question on initial examination, and a checklist can help put it 
into perspective. 
 
 
On a mobile device, I want to…. 
 Often Sometimes Rarely 
    
Use a web browser 
       On campus 
       Everywhere 
 
   
Read e-books 
       Online 
       PDF 
 
   
Read articles 
       Online 
       PDF 
 
   
Annotate or highlight 
documents 
 
   
Listen to music or audio 
 
   
Watch video    
Take photographs    
Make phone calls    
Email 
 
   
Calendar or diary 
 
   
Social networks 
 
   
Write documents 
        Small 
        Medium 
        Large 
   
Keep up to date with 
news or alerts 
   
    
 
 
 
This list may well need to be prioritized, because not all mobile devices do all these things 
equally well. In reality people will tend to make use of several mobile devices depending 
on the individual‘s prime needs.  
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 These scenarios illustrate how needs might vary, and some mobile devices could be 
more or less suitable for these individuals. 
 
 
On a mobile device, I want to…. 
UNDERGRADUATE STUDENT Often Sometimes Rarely 
STAFF MEMBER/RESEARCHER Often Sometimes Rarely 
    
Use a web browser 
       On campus 
       Everywhere 
 
 
X X 
X 
 
 
X 
 
Read e-books 
       Online 
       PDF 
 
 
 
 
X 
X 
 
X 
X 
Read articles 
       Online 
       PDF 
 
 
X 
X 
 
X 
X 
 
Annotate or highlight 
documents 
 
X 
 
X  
Listen to music or audio 
 
    X  X 
Watch video X                      X 
Take photographs X X  
Make phone calls/text X X  
Email 
 
X X  
Calendar or diary 
 
X  X 
Social networks eg.  
Facebook, Yammer 
 
X X  
Write documents 
        Small 
        Medium 
        Large 
 
X 
 
X 
X 
 
 
X 
X X 
Keep up to date with 
news or alerts 
X  X 
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In most cases the real benefits of a mobile device lie in the ability of the individual user to 
easily modify the interfaces, applications, and software on the device to suit their personal 
needs, while adding and manipulating their own data and information resources. The 
more a device is restricted to use only proprietary applications or content, or in its ability to 
communicate with other devices/technologies, the less potentially useful it is. 
 
This is supported by both the literature, and recent practical trials at Deakin University. 
 
Academic trials of Kindle e-readers in colleges in the USA have reported less favorable 
responses from students using the devices in an undergraduate environment (Marmarelli). 
Anecdotal evidence points to dedicated e-book readers being most popular for 
recreational reading of titles easily available from the major online book stores. It is more 
difficult to find and load a set of course specific texts, recommended readings and articles 
in the legal and file formats required by an e-reader. 
 
During 2010 Deakin University Library has been trialing the use of eBook reader devices 
in the University environment. Amazon Kindle eBook readers have been available for 
extended loan to students and academic staff as part of a program to raise awareness of 
electronic reader technology. Each Kindle has been pre-loaded with content. The Kindle 
User Guide, Deakin‘s Guide to Assignment Writing and Referencing and the New Oxford 
American Dictionary are standard on each device, and are accompanied by a selection of 
six fiction and light non-fiction titles. The ability for students to consolidate a range of text 
and other learning resources on one device for ease and flexibility is an attractive concept. 
The library is now commencing a trial of the Apple iPad as a more flexible and 
multifunctional device. The evaluations seek to establish if students find the mobile eBook 
reader technologies useful in supporting their learning. 
 
Initial feedback forms have provided a mix of reactions. Some people like the size and 
weight of the Kindle, and found the e-ink and screen very easy to read. Conversely, the 
lack of colour, web access and a touch screen were seen as negatives by others. 
 
More recently, Apple has launched the iPad tablet computer – a technology platform with 
greater flexibility than a dedicated e-book reader, but with perhaps less power and 
flexibility than a netbook computer in some areas. It has also gathered wide popular 
interest and sales. Within Deakin University there are current proposals to roll out the use 
of iPads to support major university committees, and to evaluate their use in supporting 
research, teaching and learning. 
 
Some key aspects of the iPad are its portability and light weight, its ease of use and touch 
screen, and the ability to personalize applications and interfaces. You are largely tied to 
obtaining Apps via the Apple online store; however, web-based resources are easily 
available. 
 
Some recent iPad trials quoted in the Chronicle of Higher Education, have indicated that 
iPads have received a mixed response from students and staff. The chief information 
officer at George Fox, said the iPad‘s technological limitations—its inability to multitask 
and print, and its limited storage space—have kept students dependent on their 
notebooks. ―That‘s the problem with the iPad: It‘s not an independent device,‖ he said.‖ 
(Kaya 2010). 
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Smart phones really allow you to put the iPad into your pocket – allowing greater day to 
day portability, admittedly at the expense of screen visibility and ease of data input. In this 
area the individual is spoilt for choice and the Apple iPhone is becoming evermore 
popular. Recently the Google Android operating system is gaining ground on the iPhone 
with its ability to offer over 70,000 apps without being tied to a particular company(s) 
technology. The key smart phone advantage is the additional easy availability of 
telephone, text and camera in the one device. 
 
 
In the University environment we do have several more specific considerations when 
adopting a mobile device to support our teaching and learning – some of these are 
personal and others institutional. 
 
Remember the questions we were to ask ourselves earlier? We can apply these to a more 
specific example, that of an undergraduate HMNBS student, perhaps with both on and off 
campus information requirements, and a need to operate in a clinical environment. 
 
 
On a Mobile Device I want to ….. and these can do ….. 
HMNBS student on clinical placement     
Activity Netbook e-book 
reader 
iPad/iPod Smart Phone 
  e.g. 
Kindle/Kob
o 
  
Use a web browser 
       On campus 
       Everywhere 
 
 
Y 
Y 3G 
 
N 
N 
 
Y 
Y 3G 
 
Y 
Y 3G 
Read e-books – texts and reference titles 
       Online (web or apps) 
       PDF 
        
Clinical and evidence based information 
support resources e.g. UpToDate, eTG, 
MDConsult 
 
 
Y 
Y 
 
 
N 
Y 
(+ in 
proprietary 
formats) 
 
 
y 
y 
(various apps.) 
 
 
y 
y 
(if various apps. 
installed) 
Read articles – Health Journals, e-readings, 
trade titles, newspapers 
       Online (web or apps) 
       PDF 
PubMed FT, BMJ, Epocrates, NEJM 
 
 
y 
y 
 
 
N 
Y 
(+ in 
proprietary 
formats) 
 
 
Y 
Y 
(various apps.) 
 
 
y 
y 
(if various apps. 
installed) 
Annotate or highlight 
documents – e.g. PDF e-readings and articles, 
Agendas and Minutes of meetings 
 
y Y 
(ease varies) 
Y 
(ease varies) 
Y 
(ease varies) 
Listen to music or audio – iLectures, podcasts, 
health discussions 
     y     N     Y      Y 
(if app. 
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 Installed) 
Watch video – YouTube, clinical examinations, 
news, procedures, medical images 
y N               Y Y 
(if app. 
Installed) 
Take photographs – clinical examples, 
practice equipment, buildings 
N N N 
(some models 
Y) 
Y 
(camera phones) 
Make phone calls/text – contact academic 
staff, professional contact, business use 
Y 
(use Skype) 
N N Y 
Email – University and professional 
communications 
 
Y N Y Y 
Calendar or diary – University and 
clinical/professional appointments an 
schedules 
 
Y N Y Y 
Social networks e.g. Facebook, Yammer – 
academic and professional 
contacts/information 
 
Y N Y Y 
(if app. 
Installed) 
Write documents 
        Small 
        Medium 
        Large 
Notes, journals, assignments, thesis, letters, 
memos 
 
Y 
Y 
Y 
 
 
N 
N 
N 
 
Y 
Y 
Y 
(but small 
easier) 
 
Y 
(but not very 
easy) 
Keep up to date with 
news or alerts – RSS feeds, news services, 
research alerts, citation alerts 
Y N Y Y 
(if app. 
Installed) 
 
 
 
We do get an overall impression that the need to personalize your mobile device of choice 
is a very important aspect in maximizing the value of the device and the information 
resources available to you. 
 
If these devices are offered in an institutional context, for example the Kindle and iPad 
trials in the USA, the Deakin University laptops, then additional questions of support and 
resourcing do need to be answered. 
 Who will be responsible for maintenance and control of the devices ? This ranges 
from the simple aspects (ensuring the battery is fully charged) to the more complex 
(setting up wireless connectivity) 
 Who will pay for the apps, and the 3G connectivity? 
 Who will administer authentication and subscription logins? 
 Who will manage the content? 
 Provide training, instructions in the best use…? 
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The list goes on! 
 
In conclusion, we‘d say the core question remains: 
 
What is the required outcome of using a mobile device, or what do you want or need to 
do? 
 
Rather than: 
 
Here is a shiny new mobile device, how can we make it fit the curriculum? 
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